Federico Mayor Zaragoza. Director-General of UNESCO by ,
I N T E R V I E W  
F E D E R I C O  M A Y O R  Z A R A G O Z A  
D I R E C T O R - G E N E R A L  O F  U N E S C O  
-What are the main concerns in the 
world of culture today? 
-There are many aspects of international 
culture that concern us today. For exam- 
ple, there's the enormous risk of the con- 
ventionality of culture, of a symbolism 
which ends up having nothing at al1 to do 
with reality. But there's one question that 
concerns us more than anything: the 
possibility of a growing uniformity. 
The risk that identity, diversity and cultu- 
ral complexity might gradually disap- 
pear. 
-1s this tendency towards uniformity a 
result of the new world situation in 
technology? 
-Yes, basically it's a result of the audio- 
visual media and, in particular, television, 
which is causing un invasion of particular 
ways of life, particular ideological percep- 
tions belonging to cultures that are grad- 
ually taking over: how we live, how we 
dance, what music we listen to, what we 
cook, what we wear.. . in a word, 
everything that goes to make up a people's 
cultural identity. Cultures are becoming 
more and more uniform, but nothing is 
being imposed, unlike situations that have 
existed at particular moments; there are 
very recent examples of the imposition of 
a particular political system that had as 
one of its objectives the uniformity of its 
citizens. Atpresent, our window to the ex- 
terior is almost exclusively the television 
screen, and we fa11 into a passive attitude, 
rather than one of dialogue that could re- 
sult, for example, from reading. I believe 
that this progressive implantation of life- 
styles, of ways of eating, of behaving, re- 
acting, this threat to diversity, is surely 
culture's basic concern. 
-Who's responsible for the defence of 
diversity? ~hould it be the state, inter- 
national organizations, UNESCO? 
-I think that UNESCO, in collaboration 
with non-government and intergovern- 
mental organizations and others, should 
lay down the principal guidelines, which 
can be a result of previous experiences in 
differentparts of the world. But what hap- 
pens within each state depends on public 
pressure. The first thing that's needed, 
then, is for the public to realize the im- 
portance of a proper, planned and bal- 
anced defence of its culture. 
-At present there's talk about what the 
role of the state should be in the question 
of culture: to what extent it should in- 
teriene, and whether too much state in- 
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sume thing happens with UNESCO. 
We're now celebrating the International 
Decennium of Cultural Development, and 
I'm worried about taking too many inia- 
tives and being told that in the end we're 
imposing ourselves as well, instead of al- 
lowing initiatives on the part of individu- 
a l ~ ,  groups, associations, different 
countries or enterprises from more than 
one country on a regional or world scale. 
I -And within each country, what should be the role of the state? 
-As discreet as posible. Not only in this 
respect, but in everything. I mean, the 
state should aim at being a basis for collec- 
tion and projection. In fact, a minister of 
culture, who with the best faith in the 
world gives a special boost to a certain 
sector or a certain initiative, can im- 
mediately be accused of wanting to direct 
culture, even if that isn't his intention. 
What is true is that the promotion of 
culture also has to be the promotion of an 
inviolable freedom. Creativity is difficult 
to actually laill, though it muy ofter die of 
stagnation or staruation. One of the things 
that can destroy creativity is ifthe state de- 
fines certain areas of priority, and as a re- 
sult, others, that could have perfectly 
spontaneous, valid, even brilliant contri- 
butions to make, become dangerously 
weakened in comparison with those that 
are being encouraged. 
-1n the case of cultures without a state 
of their own r a t a l a n  culture for exam- 
ple, a culture within a state that has 
severa1 cultures-, how does UNESCO 
view their future? 
-I think the situation is quite clear. Evi- 
dently the cultural map of the world very 
often has nothing to do with geopolitical 
borders. And what interests us is the pro- 
motion of diversity, of pluralism, to see 
that every culture, every race, makes its 
contríbution felt. 
-How can one protect these cultures 
that have no state structures of their 
own? 
-TheyJre the ones that are most in need 
of protection, precisely through inter- 
national co-operation. As UNESCO, 
that's to say, the organization that has to 
watch over the development of culture, it 
would be inadmissible if we only recog- 
tervention destroys cultural creativity. nized the existence of decision-making 
What's the best solution? mechanisms at state level. We have to pro- 
-It's very difficult: in this field the vide general guidelines and strategies that 
distinction between encouragement and are applicable everywhere, and that are 
inducement is a delicate one to draw. The based on freedom and on the encou- 
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ragement of creativity, not on intervention 
or administration, on the defence of di- 
versity and pluralism in the face of the 
tendency toward uniformity. That's what 
we have to defend, and we defend it for al1 
cultures, regardless of whether or not they 
have their own corresponding state. 
-But with what mechanisms? 
-By virtue of the fact that UNESCO is an 
international organism, our mechanisms 
have to include the government, because 
we're un intergovernmental organization. 
But I think this point, which could be the 
weak point, is in fact our strength, as is so 
often the case. I often quote a poem of 
Holderlin 'S  I'm very fond of, that says that 
where thereS mortal danger there's often 
salvation. In this case, the possible dan- 
ger, the risk of a state's not wanting to 
support the culture of one of the races that 
go to make it up, comes up against the fact 
that, with its membership of 156 countries 
and associated governments, UNESCO 
reduces the possibilities of any state's 
being publicly accused of carrying out a 
state culture or of showing a bias as re- 
gards the cultures of its different peoples. 
For that reason, as in the case of human 
rights, although UNESCO isn't a tribunal 
and can't pass any kind of sentence or 
judgement, our associate organizations 
can be the channel for any country's de- 
clarations regarding the violation of hu- 
man rights in another country. Because 
of this, countries avoid having these 
situations dealt with in the international 
forum. So I think that international co- 
operation itself provides the basis for the 
promotion of those cultures that have no 
direct state representation, within a system 
of civil liberties. Because, let's be honest, 
there are peoples whose culture is practi- 
cally unitary, but not represented by the 
state,*which is in the hands of a group that 
thinks differently from the rest of the inha- 
bitants. But even so, they avoid any inter- 
national «display» of regressive policies, 
cultural policy included. 
-How does it feel to be a Director- 
General of UNESCO with a Catalan 
cultural background? How has your be- 
longing to Catalan culture contributed? 
-I think it's been very important. The 
fact that UNESCO today has a Director- 
General whose mother tongue is not the 
sume as the oficial language of the state 
that represents him is important. I've often 
said that, as a Spaniard, I see things in a 
particular way, and that as a Catalan, I 
7add other ways of seeing. And ir's good 
that these things should come out. It's 
good because in today's world there's no 
chance of developing unless we bear in 
mind not only diversity, but also the 
uniqueness of each individual. 
-Hasnlt it ever been a burden having to 
admit that you come from a small 
culture? 
-0n the contrary. First, because it isn't 
small. It's an immense culture, a culture 
that's projected al1 over the world. Also, 
Catalan culture has always been an open 
culture. To deny that would be a mistake, 
a mistake without any basis in reality. Pre- 
cisely what I admire about Catalan culture 
is that ir's always been a sea-going culture. 
It's always been open. It's never tended to- 
ward conventionalism or introspection. 
The values of our Catalan culture are 
being spread right round the world and, in 
my opinion, in the best possible way. This 
is being done without at any moment 
failing to respect the fact of belonging to a 
state, the Spanish state. And this in fact 
enriches the state itself, that is, everything 
Catalonia does, everything Catalonia 
projects, helps the Spanish state to attain a 
greater vision and a greater creativity. I 
think Catalan culture in general has one 
important characteristic, and that's its ca- 
pacity for very elevated ideas, on the one 
hand, while on the other hand remaining 
in touch with its immediate environment. 
It's a question of finding the balance be- 
tween the steps we have to take towards 
what today is un impossible ideal, which 
muy become possible tomorrow, and the 
knowledge that we have to advance slow- 
ly, through our day-to-day actions. This 
ability to press forward day by day to- 
wards a goal which is in fact a long way 
ofS, which might at times seem utopian, is 
one of the Catalans' most significant char- 
acteristics. 
-There's a lot of talk today about 
whether the scientific and technological 
culture we're immersed in can be dehu- 
manizing, or whether, on the contrary, it 
could provide the basis for a new hu- 
manism. What are your feelings on the 
subject? 
-I'm a great believer in knowledge. 
That's to say, I think that knowledge is al- 
ways positive, that we need to increase our 
knowledge al1 the time, that knowledge 
has done us a lot of good, and that, gene- 
rally speaking, mankind today is more 
just than it was some years ago. 
-But at present there's more science and 
technology than there is philosophy, for 
example. 
-No. I don't think that's true. Anyway, , 
one thing has nothing to do with the other. 
Amongst other reasons, because philoso- 
phy -and very solid philosophy, too- 
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has been with us for 2,000 years, or 10,000 
or 20,000 years, whereas science as we 
know it today, especially technology, 
hasn't. But there's one distinction Z must 
make: one thing is science, the other is the 
use we make of science. 
-How can we make sure that our use of 
science leads to a more humane society? 
-The application of science can be anti- 
human, perverse even. But here we have 
mankind's capacity to control his future. 
And that's something Z always insist on. 
And that's why I'm optimistic. 
-Does this have to be done in the field 
of science, or what? 
-No. The scientist has to speak out in 
favour of knowledge, but the use it'sput to 
could be perverse. Why is it put to bad 
use? Why is it used perversely? Normally 
for reasons of national sovereignty and 
defence, because of violente, or forpurely 
financia1 interests. That's why we must 
be able to modify this tendency towards 
the misuse of knowledge. But on the 
, other hand, Z think that science and 
technology can add to creativity, out- 
landishness, extravagante, the unexpec- 
red, creation. 
-And where do we find the inspiration 
to direct the use of science towards the 
desired end? What sources of inspiration 
can we look to nowadays? 
-The sume ones as ever. Our sources of 
inspiration can only be the ethic principles 
of solidariiy, peace, justice and freedom: 
these principles have always been un inspi- 
ration and will be our inspiration in the 
future. Any culture or creation that is 
based on other objectives is un insubstan- 
tia1 one. I always like to say that the good 
painter is the one who sells what he paints, 
not the one who paints what he sells; 
because if he paints what he sells, it 
implies a certain mediatization, and this 
mediatization is nothing new; it isn't only 
the result of recent technological methods. 
For this reason Z think there's an ethical 
principie involved. 
-1n this respect, can we say that ideolo- 
gies, religions, have a future in this world, 
that they have to be taken as points of 
inspiration, sources of inspiration? 
-Religion, and over and above religion, 
religious feeling. The eternal struggle be- 
tween belief and disbelief, the eternal 
struggle that everybody has, whether he 
admits it or not, to answer the most inti- 
mate questions -where are we going, 
what's the final solution to the mystery 
we're living?- that'll never be answered. 
Zt'll always be a mystery, because the 
moment ir's solved, the moment the light 
predominates over the darkness, man will 
no longer be free. That's to say, the de- 
mands of freedom mean that we always 
have to be in this difficult situation of lean- 
ing towards one solution or the other. And 
it's precisely this tension that leads to crea- 
tivity. 
-But there seem to be some very nega- 
tive aspects in contemporary culture: a 
good dose of nihilism in certain devel- 
oped countries; a lot of fundamentalism 
in other places. How do you view this 
ambiguity? 
-Intolerante in the field of religion is 
nothing new, and it isn't exclusive to any 
particular religion. I mean al1 religions 
have been through moments of absolutely 
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intolerable exarcebation, but I think these 
have been misinterpretations. In the case 
of my own religion, what impresses me 
most is precisely the unexpected nature of 
the fact that the God-man is born in a sta- 
ble, and that instead of being a symbol of 
strength is a symbol of weakness, and dies 
on the cross. That is, I think fundamenta- 
lism is the négation of al1 this great symbo- 
lism of the Catholic religion. And I say 
that because when someone claims that 
there are people who are more papist than 
the pope, it's true; and what that means is 
that certain principles that make for reli- 
gious fundamentalism are being exagger- 
ated. 
-And as regards nihilism? 
-As regards nihilism, Z feel that at the 
present moment there's a rapidly growing 
acceptance of the need for a system of 
. values and ethical principles. To the extent 
that, only recently, the report of the 
Brundtland Commission, the World 
Commission on Environment and Devel- 
opment, came to the conclusion that to- 
da?'~ world needs a global system of 
ethics. That's why I say that in al1 honesty 
I don't believe there's un important move 
towards nihilism in the world today. What 
we do find, in those countries where ex- 
cessive facilities are sometimes afforded 
prematurely, is a tendency towards eva- 
sion. We're creating un artificial world 
where a lot of people, especialy the young, 
realize that they aren't being taken into 
consideration, that everything is being 
done behind their backs; and then they let 
themselves get carried away by this great 
flood of things that are alien to them and 
their way of thinking. Finally, there's a 
tendency towards evasion, as well as, let's 
be honest, an intolerable tendency towards 
international traffic in the means to this 
evasion. This is one of the things we have to 
fight against today. The phenomenon is 
one of marginalization, of a consumer 
world. And the first thing we have to do to 
defend our culture is to realize that, 
whatever their origin, we must also learn to 
moderate this consumer society and this 
subservience to economic interests. 
-This is the 40th anniversary of the Uni- 
versal Declaration of Human Rights. 
Does UNESCO feel that it's active in this 
field, on the occasion of this 40th anniver- 
sary? 
-Yes, because for us, this is fundamental. 
The main aspect of our constitutional man- 
date is the defence of the Universal Declar- 
ation of Human Rights. 
-1s there anything in particular planned, 
as regards this anniversary? 
-Yes. UNESCO foresees various events 
and a number of publications to celebrate 
the 40th anniversary of the Universal De- 
claration of Human Rights. But what con- 
cerns me most is the idea of getting the 
commemoration of the principles of the 
Universal Declaration to every school in 
the world -with this in mind, I've written 
to al1 the heads of state, heads of gov- 
ernment, and ministers of educatio-, 
because Zthink our youngpeople, our chil- 
dren, are the ones who, from the moment 
they become conscious of what's going on 
in the world, will have to know that there 
is a set of general principles, and that 
these general principles are absolutely 
fundamental to the dignity of al1 man- 
kind. 
